This paper looks at assessment practices in one business school. It aims to examine how staff set and maintain standards in the face of a variety of conflicting pressures. Based on a small but representative sample of Aberdeen Business School Staff, there appears to be very broad support across all cognate groups for a University-wide, criteria referenced common grading scheme with anonymous double marking as a reliable and valid method of maintaining standards. External reference points such as QAA subject benchmarks and qualification frameworks were less well known to staff in general and so played only a minor part in informing staff about standards. The evidence also suggests that the standards applied to various pieces of work were not acquired in a systematic way or through training. Whilst evidence suggests that staff did use explicit criteria when assessing students' work, there were some significant differences in models of marker behaviour between cognate groups. Increased transparency in the assessment of students has made staff more aware of stakeholders in the assessment process. There is however no evidence from this survey that such exposure to stakeholders' influence has led to risk-averse/defensive marking behaviour.
Introduction
Students can, with difficulty, escape from the effects of poor teaching, they cannot (by definition, if they wish to graduate) escape the effects of poor assessment. (Boud 1995: 35) This paper aims to examine how academic staff in one Business School seek to address the issue of assessment standards and how they attempt to maintain and enhance academic standards. In addition, the paper looks at how students are assessed and analyses the factors which influence the way that staff assess. The analysis is essentially a 'micro' analysis of staff in one Business School. However, it is believed that the results of this research may have more general applicability. There is little reason to believe, for example, that the factors affecting business school staff are any different from those affecting staff in other disciplines. Given that business school degree programmes are a mixture of 'quantitative' and 'qualitative', 'hard' and 'soft', applied and theoretical subjects and that there are a variety of assessment methods used, it is argued that there could well be lessons for other subject areas arising from this analysis.
Assessment has four main roles: formative, to provide support for future learning; summative, to provide information about performance at the end of a course; certification, selecting by means of qualification; and evaluative, a means by which stakeholders can judge the effectiveness of the system as a whole.
For universities, the different roles of assessment can create tensions: awarding more first class degrees may indicate rising standards of teaching and learning, or precisely the opposite. For example, according to the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) all subject areas (with the exception of medicine and veterinary science) experienced an increase in the number of first class honours awarded between 1995 (HESA 1995 This increase occurred at a time of widening student access and has led critics to argue that there is a decline in academic standards (Woodhead 2002 ).
In addition staff are under increasing pressure from a number of different stakeholders in the assessment process. Firstly, students are becoming more 'consumer-orientated' and are demanding greater transparency in the assessment process. (Hornby 2003a ) Secondly, senior managers of the university are anxious to improve retention rates at a time when there is increasing emphasis on wider access to a more heterogeneous student population. Thirdly, there are external agencies; not just external examiners but also agencies such as the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) as well as professional and other accrediting bodies such as the Association of MBAs (AMBA) and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Scotland (ICAS). Each of these stakeholder groups has their own set of conflicting priorities. Each will have different interests and influence or power in the assessment process.
Furthermore, in the UK, universities have been criticised for not having marking and grading systems that are robust (Elton 1998 ). There has been increasing scepticism of the evidence of rising standards in the face of a declining unit of resource, and a deterioration of staff-student ratios. (Woodhead 2002) There is evidence from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), which reveals that the number of first class honours degrees awarded in UK universities ranged from 21.1% in Mathematical Sciences to 4.1% in Business and Administrative studies and 3.7% in Law (HESA 2001) . Even within institutions there is also a considerable variation in degree classification, which appears to have little relationship with any measure of input (Yorke et al 2000) . Furthermore, evidence based on analysis of modular degree schemes in the United Kingdom indicates that there is considerable variation in the formulae that are used to award honours degrees even within a single university (Simonite 2000) .
There is also considerable evidence of different marking cultures and conventions in the assessment of different cognate areas (Bigland 1973; Bridges et al 1999) . Furthermore, the increasing use of coursework to assess students has also added another element to the process which research has demonstrated can be a cause of further inequities (Gibbs & Lucas 1997; Elton 1998; Bridges 2002 ). Elton goes further by questioning the way in which assessment is carried out in universities:
Grade inflation is due to a combination of changing courses and of unchanging examiners who lacked and continue to lack professionalism (Elton 1998: 41) This paper therefore attempts to address some of these issues by examining the assessment experience of staff at the 'chalk face'. The first part of the paper discusses the context in which the survey was conducted. The second part of the paper examines the results of the survey whilst the final part of the paper discusses the implications and draws some tentative conclusions.
The Context
The Aberdeen Business School (ABS) is part of the Robert Gordon University. The present name dates from 1992 when the then Robert Gordon Institute of Technology (RGIT) became The Robert Gordon University. Since then the ABS has become the main provider of business and management education in the north of Scotland. By 2000 the School had approximately 1700 fulltime equivalent (fte) students studying both undergraduate and postgraduate programmes. Of these students, about 1100 were undergraduates and 600 were postgraduates. This represents in excess of 10% of all students studying business and management in Scotland. In recent years there have been a number of changes in the environment that have affected the assessment of Business School students. Firstly, the University developed level learning outcomes (LLOs) for both undergraduate and postgraduate students that matched the QAA's qualifications framework in Scotland (QAA 2001) . This was an attempt to try to define more explicitly the standards that were expected at different stages of undergraduate and postgraduate programmes. Secondly, the university developed an outcomes-based model for its degree programmes based on modules, which aimed to map their learning outcomes to the relevant QAA subject benchmark statements (QAA 2002) . Staff were required to demonstrate by appropriate assessment instruments that the specified learning outcomes were being achieved. Thirdly, in 2000/1, the University progressively introduced a grade-related criterion referenced assessment (GRC) system) to replace the percentage system which was perceived to have serious flaws (Hornby 2003b) . It also introduced a common algorithm for awarding honours degrees across the University. This grading scheme was in response to concerns about grade inflation referred to above. For example, between 1997 and 2001 the percentage of students awarded firsts and upper seconds in the University rose from 54.8% to 61.3%) There were also wide disparities in the award of good honours degrees across the University. For example in 2001/2 the number of firsts awarded ranged from 2.6% in some subject areas to 33% in others and these differences had little or no relationship to any measures of input quality (RGU 2003) . This was felt to be difficult to defend in an era where stu- 
Differing Standards?
Within the School there was some unease (reported for example in internal documents such as the annual course appraisals by course directors/leaders) with the way that students were being assessed and with the way in which combining various percentage marks could result in distortions to the way final awards were made.
Research by Simonite (2000) indicates that the modularisation of first degrees in the UK has exacerbated the problem, in that degree classifications are determined by formula, and there is a considerable difference in the nature of the formulae used. In some cases the mean mark over the students' final year papers is the sole basis for awarding degree classifications, whilst in others, a student's profile or 'majority mark' system is the main determinant. Table 2 highlights the problem.
There are two significant points about table 2. Firstly, the honours classification awarded will be sensitive to the formulae used to award the final degree. Secondly, what determines the 'batting order' of the awards will be distribution of marks (namely, the size of the standard deviation). Thus the module(s) with the largest standard deviation (for example in table 2, module 4) will 'drive' a student's classification.
It is almost unheard of for module marks to be standardised to a common mean and standard deviation (a process which itself is not without its problems). Therefore a student's honours classification may reflect several 'accidental' or random factors (such as option choice, method of assessment used and the balance between assessment instruments, the method used to aggregate marks and the marking behaviour and conventions of the modules studied) which will vary from module to module and which may or may not reflect a student's actual ability.
In order to test this, data obtained from the three years of honours marks (1998/1999, 1999/2000, 2000/1) from four undergraduate programmes in the Aberdeen Business School was used. This analysis looked at the range, the mean, the standard deviations, the skewness and the peakness of the mark distribution (as measured by the Kurtosis statistic) in final honours year modules. Table 3 below sets out the results for the examinations for final year accounting students.
The first point to note about the data is that whilst in nearly every case the marks awarded are more or less normally distributed (as evidenced by the skewness and kurtosis statistics) there are very large unused ranges of marks in certain modules over the three years of data. These tend to be Class 2 awards degree classifications on the basis of the majority of the marks greatest in those modules which can be described in table 3 as 'qualitative', i.e. those which are likely to be assessed using high validity/low reliability 1 instruments such as essays. In addition, there is a much narrower spread of marks (standard deviations in the range 5.0-9.9). This is likely to reflect an uncertainty, with markers unwilling to award very high or very low marks where matters of judgement or interpretation are concerned. This contrasts with those modules described in table 3 as essentially 'quantitative', i.e. those which are likely to be assessed using low validity/high reliability instruments such as multiple choice or computational exercises. Those markers involved in the assessment of these papers have much more confidence in awarding very high or very low marks. As might be expected, there is also a very wide variance in the marks around the mean for those 'quantitative' modules with standard deviations in the range 10.0-17.0. As the quantitative modules outlined above are 'core' to the final degree and as these marks display wide dispersions, then performance here will 'overwhelm' any variance in performance in options. In short, performance in options will not have any significant impact on overall honours classification. Table 4 is based on an analysis of 393 Business Studies/Business Administration/European Business Administration degree students' examination performances over a three-year period from 1999-2001.
As might have been anticipated, the data for these degree students shows less variation in the spread between different modules, with standard deviations in the range 5.0-9.9. However, whilst almost all these modules display the characteristics of normal distributions and have mean values that are broadly comparable, for 14 out of the 22 final year modules in these degrees, over 50% of the percentage mark scale is not used. For all but one of the modules (viz Logistics), 40% of the percentage scale has never been used in the last three years! In addition, from an analysis of the mark distributions there is evidence of some significant 'exclusion zones'. These tend to occur mostly (although not exclusively) at the boundaries between classifications (i.e. 39%, 49%, 59%, 69%). Such a pattern often reflects examination board pressures to get markers to avoid these marks. Whilst the avoidance of these marks may reflect staff giving students the 'benefit of the doubt' on borderline grades, a more plausible explanation of this phenomenon it has been argued is that it demonstrates a lack of confidence amongst members of examination boards that academic staff can be accurate to 1% (Yorke 2000) . Indeed, in some cases there will be pre-examination board meetings, one of whose purposes is specifically to move marks away from these so called 'danger zones', with the result that there are more instances of marks adjacent to them being recorded (e.g. 38%, 48%, etc).
All of this evidence points to what Bridges has described as the 'problem of unwarranted precision' (Bridges 1999: 294) . In short, although the percentage scale implies 100 points, the reality is that in most cases the majority of the scale is not used, and some marks never are! The scale also gives the misleading impression that it is a common currency with a common value, when as the evidence from our own data shows it is nothing of the sort. This leads to what might be called the 'problem of spurious precision'.
It is against this background that a survey of assessment practices in the Business School was carried out in March 2002 . A questionnaire was issued to staff in the School to ascertain their views on assessment practices within the School. The aim of the questionnaire was to evaluate the operation of a number of assessment practices that had been introduced into the School in the past two sessions in response to pressure from various stakeholders. To summarise, these changes were, (a) the introduction of the common, University-wide grade related criteria (GRC) scheme to replace the traditional percentage scale, (b) the redesign of all the School's programmes and assessment strategies to conform to the new QAA qualifications framework, (c) the introduction of anonymous double marking, and (d) the introduction of 'blind' double marking. In addition, the survey aimed to ascertain what influenced staff in the way they marked pieces of student work and how they gave feedback to students.
The Sample (a) The Characteristics
Tables 5-7 below identify the characteristics of the sample based on a 54% response rate. These characteristics were broadly similar to the population as a whole (see Table 1 above) and so the sample can be said to be representative of the staff in the Business School. 48% of the sample had been appointed in the last five years. Since 2000/1 it has been the University's policy that all new appointees undertake a tertiary level training certificate in which assessment principles and practices form a key part. Thus a significant proportion of the sample had recently been 'exposed' to issues relating to the assessment of students. Tables 8-9 indicate the academic positions and expertise of the sample. Tables 10-11 give the industrial experience of the sample populations and how recently that experience was acquired.
(b) The Academic Background

(c) Other Experience
This indicates that the sample has had considerable experience in industry, with 66.7% having had more than 5 years' experience in industry and, as Table 11 indicates, that experience had been recently acquired, with 51.8% having obtained their industrial experience in the last 5 years.
The Results
The Common Grading Scheme
Almost 60% of the sample had used the common grading scheme mostly in the assessment of examinations (44%), coursework assignments (55.6%) and for case study assessments (59.3%). Fewer staff had used the common grading scheme for assessing presentations (25.9%), which probably reflects how infrequently presentations are used in assessed coursework.
Ease of use was the single most frequently mentioned advantage (mentioned by 33% of the sample) whilst 48% indicated that the most important disadvantage was the fact that combining the grades for different elements of the assessment was not thought to be valid. This reflects some of the criticism that is directed at grade-related criteria in the literature. Can it be valid, critics ask, to combine a grade 6 performance and a grade 2 performance to get an average of a grade 4 performance when the student may display none of the defined characteristics of a grade 4? Table 12 below identifies the strengths and weaknesses of the common grading scheme as identified by staff. The respondents were asked to indicate how much they agreed with a number of statements about the common grading scheme, with 'strongly agree' scoring 4 and 'strongly disagree' rating a 1. The statements are ranked according to the measure of agreement. As can be seen, the sample took the view that the common grading scheme was more reliable and valid than the percentage scale it replaced. In addition the grading scheme was more transparent and 9
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QAA Benchmarks and Qualifications Framework
In order to test how familiar staff were with the QAA subject benchmark statements and the QAA qualification framework, the sample was asked, in a series of open-ended questions, to define the key characteristics/attributes/skills and criteria that they would use to define different types of student. Five examples were chosen, reflecting the range of students who are currently assessed in the Business School. These were, (a) a good honours student on an undergraduate business management degree, (b) a good honours student on an undergraduate accounting degree, (c) a good taught master's student, (d) a good masters by research student, (e) a good PhD student. The results are given in tables 13-17 below.
This proved to be a difficult set of questions for staff to answer, indicating that there was not a widespread common view of what constituted the characteristics, attributes, or skills of the various 'test' cases chosen. For example, 18.5% of respondents gave no answer to the question on what constituted the characteristics of a good honours undergraduate student. In some cases the fact that there was no answer reflected the Table 16 : Characteristics of a research masters student situation that some staff may not have been involved in assessing at that level (e.g. Masters by research and PhD). There was however a greater awareness of the characteristics of a good honours business studies student, reflecting the fact that these students constitute the biggest group of students in the school.
The Assessment Process (a) Marking Models
Three models of marking behaviour were examined. Staff were asked to identify which of these three models of assessment most closely matched the model that they most frequently used. The models were: a criteria referenced model where criteria were identified and in some cases given a weighting; a 'holistic' model where marks/grades were awarded intuitively taking the standard of the piece as a whole; a 'menu marking' model where marks are awarded for each part of an assessment and aggregated at the end.
It was appreciated that staff may use a combination of these different models and that there were variations on each of these models of marking. The results are given in table 18 below.
The table indicates that there are differences in the way that staff in different cognate groups mark students' work. Using a rating scale of 1 = most frequently used to 4 = never used, the results indicate that all cognate groups use clear criteria when assessing. However, there is a difference between groups using the 'holistic marking' model. This method is used much less frequently by the Accounting division and the HRM/Operations Management/Logistics than for any of the other groups. The Economics and Finance cognate group on the other hand hardly ever uses menu marking.
(b) Factors Influencing Grades
In addition to examining models of marking behaviour, staff were asked to identify a list of factors which might influence the grade or mark that they awarded to students. Table 19 below gives the results.
Using a rating of 4=very important to 1=very unimportant, the table indicates that ability to relate theory to practice is deemed to be the most important factor. Interestingly, the need to justify the mark to the student is rated more highly than, for example, evidence of research and the extent of academic referencing used. Indeed the need to justify the marks to external examiners also rates highly in the list of factors. Pressure from senior staff to pass students as well as whether the student is a Business School student or a 'service school' student (whose degree programme is hosted by another school) are amongst the least important factors mentioned. However there was one significant difference between cognate groups. The Economics and Finance group rated the need to justify the mark to external examiners as less important than any of the other cognate groups (Mean 2.50, F=2.787, prob.=0.064). This group has, in the past, had least experience of liaising with external stakeholders such as professional bodies, for example for the purposes of obtaining exemptions. It is tempting to conclude that this may be a factor at play here although this is quite speculative.
(c) Acquisition of Standards in Marking.
How staff become aware of the standards that should be applied to students' work is an important and often neglected aspect in the research on assessment. The sample was asked how they became aware of the standards that should be applied. The results are set out in table 20.
Using a four point scale of 4 = strongly agree to 1 = strongly disagree, most staff seem to have acquired an understanding of the standards to be applied by simply 'just picking it up' or 'learning on the job'. It appears that a large number of staff were given little or no guidance and no formal training in assessment, either in the School or by the University's Centre for Enhancement of Learning and Teaching (CELT) . This was most evident in the Accounting division, where staff reported that they acquired the knowledge 'on the job'. Amongst other staff there were even more significant differences between cognate groups in how members of staff acquired their knowledge of standards. For example, the HRM/Operations Management/Logistics group acquired their knowledge of standards through training with CELT to a significantly greater extent than other cognate groups.
2 In Business Policy and Marketing the acquisition of knowledge about standards was through reviewing previously marked work to a significantly greater extent than for any other cognate group.
Anonymous Marking
In session 2001/2 the School piloted an anonymous marking scheme for examinations and staff were asked to indicate their views on the principle of anonymous marking. In general, staff views on anonymous marking were very favourable. 88% of the sample either agreed or strongly agreed that anonymous marking would remove perceived bias in the assessment of students, whilst 52% either disagreed or strongly disagreed that anonymous marking was unnecessary. 88% of the sample agreed or strongly agreed that anonymous marking was the right thing to do. There were no differences of view across cognate groups.
'Blind' Double Marking
For the past two academic sessions the School has used 'blind' double marking on samples of students' work. Staff views were sought on this question. Tables 21-27 give the results.
There are mixed views about double marking. 59% disagree that double marking was unnecessary and opinion is evenly split (44%-44%) on whether simple confirmation marking (the current University policy) is enough. 58% do not believe that it has made the task of marking more complicated, with over 75% of the sample indicating that it has made no difference to the way in which they mark. 66% of the sample indicate that it has added significantly to their workload. There were no significant differences of view between cognate groups.
Feedback to Students
In order to ascertain how students received feedback on their assessments, respondents were asked to identify which of several methods of giving feedback they used. Table 28 gives the results.
The most common method of giving feedback on assessment is to the whole class. Individual feedback is confined to comments on the coursework, either on the front cover or on the coursework itself or, in some cases, both. There appears to be less frequent use of individualised feedback orally or electronically via the intranet for example. Even personalising comments, by using the student's name in feedback, is relatively infre- quent. The use of pro formas is also less prevalent as a method of feeding back comments.
There were however some significant differences between cognate groups. Staff in the HRM/Operations Management and Logistics group were more inclined to use either their own pro formas or a separate sheet of comments on individual pieces of coursework than other cognate groups. 3 Although not statistically significant, the Economics and Finance division was less inclined to give individual feedback than other divisions, preferring to give general comments on the coursework itself. The Accounting division, on the other hand, were more inclined to give feedback to the whole class than other cognate groups.
The method chosen to give feedback will in many cases reflect the nature of the coursework. If there is a single solution to a piece of coursework which has been set for the whole class, as for example in an accounting problem, it makes sense to have whole class feedback. On the other hand, if there are individualised pieces, as in, say, different company reports, then individualised feedback may make more sense. Finally, class sizes could also have an influence. It is clearly more difficult to feed back on an individual basis to 300 first year undergraduates than to 10 postgraduates doing an elective.
Another interesting (and statistically significant) 4 finding relates to comments in the margin and at the end of examination papers. Those members of staff who had been in higher education for more than 10 years were much more inclined to write comments on examination scripts than those members of staff who had been in higher education for less than 5 years.
Discussion
Although the sample was small, it was ascertained using known population statistics that it was representative of the School as a whole. Whilst the survey was of business school staff there is little reason to believe that these views would differ substantially from other staff in other schools. Given that business and management degrees are a combination of 'hard' and 'soft' areas then it could be argued that business school staff might be regarded as a microcosm of the university.
The results of the survey indicate that staff believe there are considerable advantages in a common grading scheme. This, it was felt, would provide a common measuring rod to calibrate standards. At the time of writing the GRC scheme has yet to be applied to honours cohorts and so a final evaluation of its effects must await its full implementation. Nevertheless, the evidence from this survey indicates that there is little support for reverting to a percentage scale. There was evidence that staff found setting the criteria quite difficult to do. Given that the scheme has only been operating for two years and some staff have yet to use the common grading scheme, perhaps this should not be surprising. Staff need time to adjust to the new vocabulary required to define criteria as they customise the University's assessment templates.
Combining grades was seen as a weakness of the common grading scheme and there is support in the literature for such objections. In a 'purist' sense, these objections are perfectly valid. A grade 2 and a grade 6 do not result in an 'average' of grade 4 as the criteria for a grade 4 have not been achieved in 50% of the assessment. However, in order to give a single grade for a module, some method of combining grades has to be agreed. National examination boards that use grade related criteria do in fact aggregate grades and average these out. Alternatively, combining grades into a single degree classification could be abandoned in favour of profiling, a proposal which is raised from time to time in Higher Education.
There is evidence from this survey that staff are not so aware of QAA benchmarks or qualification frameworks when assessing students. Although these form important parts of University definitive course documents they do not appear to be well known and therefore appear to play little or no part in setting standards in assessment.
There are interesting differences in the way staff approach the task of assessing students. Of the three models examined, there appear to be significant differences between those cognate groups who mark 'holistically' and those who assign individual marks to parts of the assessment. As might have been expected, in those subjects where there is an emphasis on computation (e.g. Accounting, Logistics), menu marking is far more prevalent, whereas in those areas where there is a less clear-cut 'right' answer (Economics and Finance) the 'holistic' model is more common. All cognate groups however use the 'criteria' model more than any other model of marking.
The need to justify marks to 'stakeholders' in the process (e.g. students, colleagues, and external examiners) does appear to be an important factor affecting grades and marks awarded. It is interesting to speculate whether this encourages 'defensive marking' strategies, avoiding very high/low marks (or too many high/low marks). Game theory suggests that staff may try to anticipate the reactions of other stakeholders in the process. The marker's professional judgement may therefore be at risk if he/she awards a mark which could be challenged. The 'worst case' scenario from this point of view would be to award a first but to have this rated a fail by a colleague or an external examiner (or vice versa). The safer strategy would be to have marks close to the average with a very narrow range of marks especially in those subjects where there is some debate as to what constitutes the 'right' answer. 'Blind' double marking (as opposed to confirmation marking) 5 accentuates the risks for markers by making the process of awarding a grade more transparent to all parties. Thus, it might be argued that 'blind' double marking might engender 'risk averse' marking strategies. On this hypothesis a safe mark would then be something like a 62%. It is close to the average and so will not necessarily attract the attention of an external examiner. It is a 2:1 (upper second class honours) mark and is therefore invariably in the modal category and so will not incur the wrath of a student. It is so 'middle-of-the-range' that there is a high probability that a colleague 'blind' double marking the assessment will be close to this number. If this hypothesis were true, then in a game-theoretic sense, marks in the range 58-62% would therefore predominate. Evidence from our analysis of marks over the past three years does suggest such bunching in a number of modules. However, the evidence of bunching appears to have been exhibited before anonymous and 'blind' double marking were widespread across the School. The 'bunching' may have more to do with conventions of marking within cognate areas rather than the fact that the introduction of 'blind' double marking engendered 'risk-averse' behaviour. Therefore it is hard to conclude 'cause and effect' here. Nevertheless, this needs to be explored further.
Whilst the survey indicates that at least one cognate area acquired their view of standards as a result of training, most staff report little guidance on the standards that they are expected to apply. They report that they just picked it up as they went along. How this process works is however something of a mystery. Is it like a contagious disease and you acquire the notion of standards by working closely with colleagues who are 'infected' by the appropriate standards? If so, how is it transmitted? There appears to be little evidence (with the exception of one cognate group) of using past examples of assessments to gauge standards. This does appear to be a serious gap, especially given that the survey indicated that external benchmarks and qualification frameworks were not well understood.
There was widespread support for anonymous marking. This could be explained by the fact that this did not involve any great additional work for academic staff. Views on 'blind' double marking however were more mixed. Given the hypothesis about seeking 'risk averse' strategies, confirmation double marking (the University's current policy) is obviously preferable from a staff point of view to 'blind' double marking. The problem however arises from the lack of transparency with confirmation marking that there has been genuine independent marking. Given that two thirds of the sample agreed or strongly agreed that 'blind' double marking had added significantly to their workload, it is interesting that 50% of staff still believe that confirmation marking is not sufficient. A minority of staff (only 15%) believe that it has had some influence on the marks they award either by making them cautious about borderline marks or awarding high/low marks. This would seem to refute the hypothesis about 'blind' double marking encouraging 'defensive' marking. However, one would need to treat this finding with some caution, as these results only reveal reported effects and not actual marks/results.
Giving oral feedback to students on their performance was not widespread practice in the School. This reflects the large numbers of students involved and the time it would take to undertake this type of feedback. Whole class feedback was more prevalent in those cognate areas where there was a unique solution. Using the technology to post feedback on the intranet, for example, is not widespread however and it may be that staff have not considered this as a method of giving whole class feedback. Another way to personalise feedback might be to use pro formas electronically and to e-mail comments to students. However this method is almost never used in spite of the fact that the School has the technology.
Interestingly, as indicated in the results above, younger members of staff (or those with the least experience in higher education) made less use of comments on examination scripts. It is difficult to know whether this reflects a more cautious approach to making comments by new staff or whether staff feel it is unnecessary to give comments on examination scripts, as students by and large do not see these. Alternatively, it may reflect the fact that newer members of staff are more cautious about putting comments on examination scripts knowing that students do in fact have a right to see these if they so wish. It may also reflect a view that if examination scripts are going to be 'blind' double marked then it might be felt that putting comments on scripts is inappropriate. In view of the fact that external examiners welcome comments on examination scripts, it may be necessary to define and/or clarify a protocol of where and when making comments on examination scripts is appropriate and how to do this in a way which maintains the integrity of 'blind' double marking.
Conclusion
Based on a small but representative sample of Aberdeen Business School staff, there appears to be very broad support across all cognate groups for the common grading scheme. The use of explicit grade related criteria is one way in which there can be a shared understanding about academic standards. There was also evidence to support the use of anonymous double marking as a strategy for maintaining standards. Opinions on whether double marking should be 'blind' were more finely balanced. QAA subject benchmarks and qualification frameworks were less well known to staff in general and so played only a minor part in informing staff about standards. The standards to be applied to various pieces of work were not acquired in a systematic way or more generally through training (either in School or by CELT). Most staff indicated that the acquisition of standards tended to be 'picked up as they went along'. However, most staff used explicit criteria when assessing students' work, although there were some significant differences in models of marker behaviour between cognate groups. Increased transparency in the assessment of students has made staff more aware of stakeholders in the assessment process and the need to satisfy them is one of the most important influences on marks/grade awarded. There is however no evidence from this survey that such exposure to stakeholders' influence has led to risk averse/defensive-marking behaviour.
Although there are differences in the ways in which different cognate groups feed back results to students, oral feedback to students on their performance is generally of the 'whole class' variety. Apart from comments on the students' work there is little evidence of a more individualised approach.
The empirical evidence on the introduction of the common grading scheme offers some reassurance that there is a greater degree of shared understanding about standards. There are however some indications that the acquisition of these standards is still somewhat haphazard. As more new staff are employed and are inducted in the common grading scheme across the university and the business school, the hope is that the dissemination of a common understanding will become more systematic.
A final verdict on the impact these changes have on final awards and on degree classifications will however have to await the analysis of future outcomes as this is the subject of ongoing research.
result will be the same across all occasions, tasks, observations and set-ups.
2 Using a Kursal Wallis Test on independent samples, Chi Squared = 11.586,df=3, prob= 0.009 3 Using a Kursal Wallis Test on independent samples, Chi Squared = 7.876,df=3, prob= 0.049 4 Using a Kursal Wallis Test on independent samples, Chi Squared = 11.863,df=5, prob= 0.037 5 In confirmation marking, professional courtesy from the second marker is likely to lead to a situation where the second marker would want to avoid challenging the first marker's professional standards, especially if the two markers are close colleagues.
